iS8                     THE SACRED MARRIAGE                  CHAP.
is also mounted upon a white male ass, and holds in his hands
a cock of white plumage.    He goes at the head of the small
procession which makes its way into the fields ; but when they
have got half-way his companions leave him, committing him
to the care of one of their number who stays by him, armed
with a musket to protect him against the evil spirits, or jinn.
Then the boys, bringing armfuls of grass, return and take
their places round the bridegroom.    Then one of them hobbles
the feet of the ass, and with the same rope ties the neck of the
bridegroom, who is stooping over the shoulders of his mount.
At this moment the guardian fires a shot with his musket.
This signal, heard in the village, excites there a lively agita-
tion.    The men, seizing their arms, rush towards the bride,
seated upon her ass in the centre of the group of women, and
lead her, in wild career, towards the hobbled bridegroom.
They call out, " Hold on.    Do not fall, that the new year may
be favourable to us.    Do not fall."    The procession stops
near the bridegroom.   Then, without losing a moment, the
young girl cuts with a knife the rope that binds the bride-
groom, after which she calls out: " We have cut the neck of
Hunger:   May God resuscitate the neck of the Good."
Accompanied by the young man who guards the bridegroom,
the bride then returns alone to the village, and when she has
taken her place among the women, her guardian discharges
his musket.   This is another signal, for at once the men and
boys lead, with the same precipitation, the now delivered
bridegroom.   They shout to him from all sides, " Hold on.
Do not fall, that the new year may be favourable to us."
Songs, dances, cries, and musket-shots announce the happy
return of the bridegroom.   That ends the first part of the
ceremony.   Doubtless the bridegroom, freed from his bonds
and returning triumphant, personifies the renewal of Nature,
and the bride the spirit of vegetation.    Their union is ex-
pected to influence the renewal of the life of spring and
render it fertile.    The bride and bridegroom side by side
now march at the head of the procession, in which the
boys follow behind the bridegroom and the girls behind the
bride, all singing, but without mingling with each other.
The happy crowd repeats incessantly, "We are bringing
back the Good."